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Taiwan and the United Nations:
Historical and Policy Perspectives
By Lung-chu Chen
I.

Introduction

Membership in the United Nations today purports to be virtually universal, open to all "peace-loving states." The United
Nations should be the forum where all members of the world
community come together to identify and define the continuing
needs and aspirations common to all people throughout the
world , ranging from a fair social and economic system, to a
healthy environment, to global peace and security. Yet Taiwan
remains the notable exception to the open-door policy of the
United Nations, much to the detriment of both Taiwan and the
United Nations. The exclusion of Taiwan from the United Nations is a matter of grave injustice.
Some people call Taiwan the invisible state in the world today. Perhaps a more apt metaphor would be "mute state" because, of a total of 192 countries in the world today, Taiwan is
the only one without a voice in the United Nations.
The United Nations claims to be a world organization based
on the principle of universality, its purpose being to represent
the whole of humankind, to maintain international peace and
security, and to enhance international cooperation. Accordingly, the UN membership has grown from the original 51 to
191 today, thanks to the admissions of Switzerland in September and East Timor in October 2002. Countries of all sizes and
all stripes have become member states of the United Nationswith the notable exception of Taiwan.
Taiwan, a peace-loving state embracing democracy, freedom,
human rights, and an advanced economy, is clearly able and
willing to carry out all UN Charter obligations. In terms of
population, Taiwan, with 23 million people; would rank in the
top quartile of UN member states; its population exceeds the
combined population of the 49 least populated UN member
states. In terms of economy, Taiwan has a per capita income of
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$14,000; it is the No. 16 trading state in the world and ranks No.
17 in GDP. Taiwan is the No. 6 trading partner of the United
States, its foreign exchange reserves rank among the top five in
the world, and its IT and related industry ranks No. 3 in th e
world. Especially noteworthy is Taiwan's political transformation from authoritarian rule based on martial law to a free ,
democratic state with strong commitments to human rights.
With this impressive profile, why is Taiwan not included in
the United Nations? Primarily because China, the People's Republic of China (PRC), has vehemently opposed UN membership or representation for Taiwan in any form or shape. China
is the main obstacle.
II.

A Historical Perspective

Looking to the past, we naturally think back to 53 years ago,
the year when the question of Chinese representation bega n to
emerge at the UN. From 1950 to 1971 , the question of Chinese
representation was considered and debated annually by the UN
General Assembly. During that time, the Republic of China
(ROC), represented by Chiang Kai-shek's Kuomintang regime
ruling Taiwan, was recognized as the only lawful representative
of China to the United Nations-- due to the strong support of
the United States.
In 1971, relations changed between the United States and
communist China, and between communist China and the
USSR. The United States began to play "the China card ,'' its
intention being to use the People's Republic of China (PRC) to
contain the Soviet Union. That year saw a significant change in
the UN General Assembly , with several proposals being
brought forth for discussion.
First, a group headed by Albania and other states expressed
their support for communist China, advocating that the PRC be
allowed to enter the UN, and further , that representatives of
the Chiang Kai-shek regime be expelled. This was the first proposal. The second proposal was the " two Chinas" plan submitted by the United States and others, calling for the PRC to
enter the UN, but allowing the ROC to keep its seat. A third
proposal put forth by Saudi Arabia, the "one China, one Taiwan" plan , advocated that the PRC obtain the right to represent China in the UN-including a permanent seat on the
Security Council-but that Taiwan also remain in the UN under
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the name of Taiwan. Further, in keeping with the principle of
self-determination, and to respect the free will of the people of
Taiwan , it was recommended that the UN conduct a plebiscite
in Taiwan regarding its future. Saudi Arabia 's representative to
the UN thought that the "one China, one Taiwan" plan was the
most reasonable solution.
On October 25, 1971, in an atmosphere of extreme tension ,
the UN General Assembly voted on Albania's proposal and
passed Resolution No. 2758 by an overwhelming majority, effectively securing the PRC's entrance into the UN, and stripping the Chiang regime of any right to represent China. In
Resolution 2758, the General Assembly decided to "restore all
its rights to the People 's Republic of China and to recognize the
representatives of its Government as the only legitimate representative of China to the United Nations, and to expel forthwith the representatives of Chiang Kai-shek from the place
which they unlawfully occupy at the United Nations and in all
the organizations related to it. "
The PRC became China 's sole legal government. Even
worse, other international organizations in the UN system one
after another saw the ROC replaced with PRC membership.
Ironically, at the time, the Chiang regime stressed a "gentlemen-will-not-stand-together-with-thieves" policy, rejecting coexistence with communist China in the UN. The result was that
"only thieves stand, but not gentlemen."
Today, facing the bullying and interference of communist
China, the people of Taiwan clamor for Taiwan to enter the
UN. They have made great efforts, researching and discussing
how to go about gaining entrance. The Taiwanese people wish
to undo some of the damage created by the Chiang regime,
when Chiang Kai-shek, completely neglecting Taiwan's longterm interests, stubbornly rejected the two Chinas and "one
China, one Taiwan " proposals.
In sum, UN General Assembly Resolution No. 2758 recognized the PRC as the sole legal representative of China, replacing the ROC. However, this resolution decided only the
question of the PRC's right to represent China, not the issue of
sovereignty over Taiwan. The resolution constituted neither explicit nor implicit recognition of the PR C's territorial claim over
Taiwan. It did not determine Taiwan to be part of China, and it
did not authorize the PRC to represent Taiwan in the UN.
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Recent Efforts

In 1971, after the PRC took China's seat at the UN, Taiwan
gradually became an international orphan. Having no seat in
the UN, Taiwan was unable to participate in the different multifunctional international organizations within the UN system.
Taiwan's orphan status has given China currency in its intensifying military threats and engagement of hostile acts against
Taiwan .
Nevertheless, the hard work of the people of Taiwan at borne
and abroad has produced an economic miracle and transformed
the martial law and authoritarian rule of the past into a democratic system. Taiwan has evolved from a territory under illegal
military occupation, as sustained by protracted martial law, to a
sovereign, independent state. Along with democratization and
Taiwanization, the desire and demand of the people of Taiwan
to participate in the UN and other international organizations
have grown stronger by the day.
Since 1993, Taiwan's government has sought a way for Taiwan to join the United Nations. These efforts, as represented
by joint proposals of UN member states friendly to Taiwan,
have focused on requests to the General Assembly to establish
a special committee or working group, or in the alternative, to
revise General Assembly Resolution 2758. In 2002, the joint
proposal was formulated in terms of the question of representation of the Republic of China (Taiwan) in the United Nations.
However, under intense pressure from China, all discussion of
this issue has been killed in the Assembly's General Committee
and has never reached the General Assembly's formal agenda.
The PRC, of course, has been the villain, deluded by fallacious logic and a misinterpretation of its own history. The
PRC's opposition has been based mainly on its "one China
principle" that "Taiwan is part of China." But is Taiwan part of
China in law and in fact? Definitely not!
IV.

Taiwan's Evolution as an Independent State

Taiwan is Taiwan. China is China. Taiwan and China are two
separate states. Taiwan is not part of China; Taiwan is not an
internal affair of China. For 54 years since its establishment in
October 1949, the People's Republic of China (PRC) has never
extended effective control over Taiwan for a single day.
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The so-called "one China" principle has devolved into the
"one China" blackmail-it has become a weapon employed by
the People's Republic of China to distort truth, to violate UN
principles of self-determination and peaceful settlement of disputes, and to intimidate the United Nations and the rest of the
world community. The one China principle is contrary to the
political realities of the past several decades and is inconsistent
with international law and UN principles of self-determination.
It is time that the one China principle be debunked and be
replaced by the "one China, one Taiwan" principle. China exists as a state, so does Taiwan. Taiwan is a state in the contemporary world , fulfilling all the requirements of statehood under
international law: it has a permanent population of 23 million; it
exerts effective control and formal authority over the defined
territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Matsu; it has a government capable of effective decision-making; and it has the capacity to interact responsibly with other States of the world.
Historically, for several centuries, the Taiwanese people have
undergone unique experience of their own and have developed
their distinct sense of national identity as Taiwanese.
From the viewpoint of international law, Taiwan has not been
part of China since 1895. Taiwan's statehood has resulted from
a continuing process of evolution. There are certain distinct
stages and crucial dates in this evolutionary process:
(1) From 1895 to 1945, Taiwan was a colony of Japan. In

1895, by the Treaty of Shimonoseki, Taiwan was ceded by the
Ching dynasty of China to Japan in perpetuity.
(2) From 1945 to 1952, Taiwan was a Japanese territory
under Allied military occupation. The occupation was authorized by General Douglas McArthur, Allied Supreme Commander in the Far East, and administered by the forces of the
Republic of China (ROC) headed by Chiang Kai-shek. It was a
military occupation of Taiwan, not an acquisition of sovereignty
or title over Taiwan.
(3) In October 1949, when the PRC was established on mainland China, the ROC's leader Chiang Kai-shek illegally "exiled" himself to Taiwan and imposed martial law on Taiwan
lasting 38 years (1949-1987). Legally speaking, Taiwan was then
still a Japanese territory. The Chiang Kai-shek regime was simply a usurper without legal authority under international law.

86

CHEN

(4) In 1952, the San Francisco Peace Treaty with Japan (concluded in 1951) became effective. Under the Peace Treaty, Japan renounced all her rights, title, and claims over Taiwan
(including Penghu), but no beneficiary State of Japan's renunciation was specified. Taiwan's international legal status was
temporarily left undetermined , with the shared expectation that
at an opportune time Taiwan's future would be decided in the
light of UN principles, notably the principle of non -use of force
and the principle of self-determination of people. In terms of
legal authority, the Peace Treaty with Japan superseded the
Cairo and Potsdam Declarations insofar as the disposition of
former Japanese territories was concerned .
(5) From 1952 to 1971, Taiwan was under the continuing, ill egal military occupation of the Chiang Kai-shek martial law regime. There were high hopes and expectations for resolving the
issue of Taiwan's international legal status in conjunction with
the UN General Assembly's consideration of the Chinese Representation Question. However, no decision on the issue was
made. General Assembly Resolution 2758 of 1971 mere ly decided that the PRC, rather than the ROC, was to be the only
lawful representative of China in the UN , but it did not address
the iss ue of Taiwan's international legal status.
Resolution
2758 did not decide that Taiwan is a part of the PRC and did
not authorize the PRC to represent Taiwan and the Taiwanese
people in the UN. China's frequent invocation of Resolution
2758 to sustain its territorial claim over Taiwan is wrong.
(6) From 1971 to 2003, Taiwan has undergone the continuing
evolutionary process of effective self-determination. The
Taiwanese people have developed their own distinctive political, eco nomic, social, and cultural systems in actualizing the
principle of self-determination contained in the UN Charter
and in Article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social, and Cultural Rights. The prolonged Kuomintang
(KMT) military occupation , as sustained by the ill ega l imposition of 38 consecutive years of martial law, has undergone
transformation since martial law was lifted in 1987.

The pace of Taiwanization and democratization was especially pronounced in the 1990's. In 1991, President Lee Tenghui declared a formal end to " the period of Communist rebel-
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lion. " In 1991 and 1992, new members of the legislative bodies
representing only the Taiwan population were elected. In 1996,
the island nation welcomed its first direct election of the president by the people of Taiwan. In 2000, in Taiwan's second direct presidential election, Democratic Progressive Party
candidate Chen Shui-bian was elected, ending the 50-year reign
of the Kuomintang (KMT) regime. Throughout, there has been
a peaceful transfer of power. Taiwan's "economic miracles"
have thus been matched by a profound political transformation
from authoritarian rule of martial law to a free, democratic
State based on the consent of the people and strongly committed to human dignity and human rights.
In sum, Taiwan, whose legal status was once undetermined ,
has evolved as a sovereign, independent state. It is a state independent of the People's Republic of China.
V.

Taiwan and the United Nations Need Each Other

Taiwan needs to join the UN for the following reasons: First,
the 23 million people of Taiwan are collectively entitled to participate in the UN in the same way individuals are entitled to
basic human rights. The people of a nation have collective
rights; participation in UN affairs is just one of these rights.
Second, the UN and the international organizations within
the UN system are the most basic arenas in which members of
the international community may interact. The UN has been
charged with the duty of advancing both minimum and optimum world order. It is also an international diplomatic center
for expressing opinions to all humankind. As soon as Taiwan
enters the UN, it will receive the respect and participatory privileges that a sovereign state deserves. In addition, Taiwan will
be able to enter the multi-functional international organizations
within the UN system.
Third , Taiwan's being a member state of the UN is equivalent
to its having the collective recognition of the international community. It would cause China's heavy-handed, groundless claim
that Taiwan is a part of China to lose support in the international community, as well as increase the guarantees for Taiwan 's national security. Under the UN's collective security
system, military threats or aggression by China toward member-state Taiwan certainly would cause a strong international
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reaction not unlike the UN 's strong response to Iraq's invasion
of Kuwait.
Fourth, when Taiwan and China can interact within the collective framework of the United Nations, it will ultimately contribute to the normalization of their relations as well as the
maintenance of peace and security in the Taiwan Strait area and
the general Asian-Pacific community.
On the flip side, the UN also needs Taiwan, for as many
reasons:
First, if the UN intends to realize its basic principle of universal membership and achieve its goal of representation for all
humankind , it should allow Taiwan to join and give voice to the
aspirations of Taiwan's 23 million people.
Second, the UN's major goals include resolving disputes by
peaceful means, as well as the maintenance of international
peace and security. When Taiwan is able to interact with China
as an equal within the UN mechanisms, this will definitely help
the UN promote preventive diplomacy in the Taiwan Strait, as
well as overall peace in the Asian-Pacific region.
Third, as an economic power, Taiwan will provide all-out financial support for the UN's budgets and activities and share
with other countries its experience in economic development.
Fourth, in keeping with the trend of democratization in the
post Cold-War world , Taiwan can share with UN member states
its experience of peaceful transformation from authoritarian
rule to a free, democratic state.
VI. A Grand Coalition to Campaign for Taiwan's Membership in
the United Nations

As a sovereign, independent state, Taiwan wishes to be an
active and contributing member of the world community. Taiwan is a peace-loving State, able and willing to carry out UN
Charter obligations. Taiwan deserves membership in the
United Nations, in the WHO , and other international organizations. Inclusion of Taiwan in the United Nations would be a
constructive step towards a peaceful and just world order, serving the common interest of all humankind.
Toward this end, a grand coalition is needed to campaign for
Taiwan's membership in the United Nations. The key elements
of such a global coalition include the following:
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(1) The government of Taiwan must pursue a more proactive
policy. God helps those who help themselves. While the continuing support of friendly states is essential, the government of
Taiwan must take a more proactive and clear stance. Having
first laid the necessary groundwork, Taiwan's government
should take the initiative to apply for UN membership in the
name of "Taiwan," to clearly communicate the common desire
of the island nation of Taiwan to become a new member of the
United Nations. The membership application and the joint proposal regarding Taiwan's representation in the United Nations
should go hand in hand, reinforcing each other.

(2) The Taiwanese people both at home and abroad must
unite and intensify their efforts towards their goal of securing
UN membership for Taiwan. They must remember that it is a
marathon-like campaign requiring efforts and perseverance for
the long haul. Make no mistake about it: this campaign is an
uphill fight. It is a contemporary version of David vs. Goliath.
(3) United Nations members must take their collective responsibility seriously. The question of Taiwan's membership or
representation in the United Nations must be decided collectively by the member states, not dictated by the People's Republic of China. Acting collectively, they should have no fear
of China's retaliation.

(4) The United States should take the lead to discard the
outdated "one China policy" and adopt the "one China, one
Taiwan" policy in keeping with the current reality. Taiwan today is totally different from Taiwan in 1971 or in 1979. Taiwan
today is free, democratic, and strongly committed to human
rights; it is a country where people can think and speak freely.
Just yesterday, Taiwan was living under illegal military occupation, as sustained by protracted martial law (38 years) and authoritarian rule; the Taiwanese people then could not speak
freely for themselves. For the United States and other countries to support Taiwan's UN membership would be a giant step
forward serving the common interests of all concerned.
(5) We live in an era of global governance, civil society, and
the Internet. The people and government of Taiwan must do
their utmost to forge a global alliance of partners, governmental
and non-governmental, employing all necessary resources and
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available means of communication in this information age.
Witness the successful campaigns to ban landmines and to establish the International Criminal Court.
VII.

Conclusion

Taiwan and the United Nations need each other for many
and diverse reasons. A United Nations without Taiwan is no
world organization at all. We live in an exciting time, full of
challenges and opportunities, difficulties and possibiliti es.
Through creative thinking, concerted efforts, and a grand global
coalition, the Taiwanese people can make their UN dream
come true.
Let us all remember: where there is a will, there is a wayespecially when the cause is just.

